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Abstract

Lexicon

An Agricultural Commons in California's Central Valley

Agrarianism
A social and political ideal that values rural society and
agricultural life.

examines the spatial and structural relationships
between food systems, the ecologies that support them,
and the unincorporated farming communities in The
Central Valley. Current industrial practices in The
Central Valley deplete water resources, deplete topsoil,
create toxic living conditons for local communities, and
undervalues farmlabor. Further pressures from climate
change will inevitably cause greater instability in this

Antiutopians
Satire of utopian thought
Black Utopia
The American black utopia is based on liberation, justice, and
freedom from the racist social and political conditions from
slacery, colonialism, Jim Crow, mass incarceration, and other
systemic racism in the United States.

food system and greater injustices towards the local
communities and ecologies. The Central Valley is already
a commons for Americans, as it supplies the majority of

Dystopia
A conceptual opposite to utopia denoting an imagined place
with suffering and injustice.

design thinking that can better address our shifting climate,
populations, material flows, and biota.
Literary Utopia
a field of utopian thinking that derives from fiction
Non-Western Utopias
The concept of utopia in western writing has much more
exposure, which embeds certain biases to the image and
political underpinnings of utopia. The non-western utopia is
disrupts this hegemony through greater cultural nuance.
Post-Colonial Utopianism
Breaking away from material and resource exploitation within
an unfair power-structure that disenfranchises and marginalizes
people.

our year-round produce. Through a reevaluation of the
idea of the agricultural commons as both a practice and
principle, new models of management, relationships
between economy and landscape, and values can begin
to formulate more a equitable and just food system. In
this thesis, I research utopianism design, case studies
on agricultural commons, and the three systems of
agriculture, ecology, and community in The Central
Valley. The design proposal, is a set of time-based
strategies that aim to achieve the commons.

Feminist Utopia
A utopia that dismantles patriacrchy and “reimagines new ways
of living, loving, working, using language, experiencing the body,
and defining power.”
Heterotopias
The idea that are a multitude of ideas about utopia and dystopia
that coexist.
Indigenous Utopianism
Typically considered the life of indegenous people before
colonialism. This idea is often a projection of indegnous people
as natural or living closer to nature, whereas the stories or
myths of the ideal life among many indegenous nations has
been erased.

Protopia
A process driven and non-perfectionist idea of utopia that
builds upon itself in steps towards improvement.
Settler Colonialism
A system of taking land from indigenous people
Spatial Justice
A concept combining the fields of architecture, landscape
architecture, and geography to the field of social justice.
Spatial Justice studies the deliberate racist dimensions of the
creation or maintenance of space.
Utopian Experiments
Small theoretically driven utopia that reimagine social
structures, economy, and land use.

Landscape Infrastructure
An idea developed by Pierre Belanger that repositions the
biophysical systems as embedded infrastructures. Landscape
as Infrastructure calls for a new development of ecology-
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Introduction
Placelessness of the American Food Landscape

Growing up in rural Central Pennsylvania, I always

and storing food are hidden from the consumer. This

assumed that the farms around me were supplying the

is what Karl Marx calls commodity fetishism, which is

food that I ate. There were endless fields and things were

the abstract perception of a commodity that obscures

always growing in them. Why would any kid think any

the context, both of the people and places involved in its

differently? I did however notice that what I saw was

production, allowing for that commodity to exist not as

mostly corn fields which I thought was the same corn

a process or relationality, but as a thing with an abstract

that everyone ate at the end of the summer. It wasn’t

value.1 When we are picking out a piece of fruit, we are

until years later that I figured that it wasn’t even the

most often thinking about its firmness, color, shape, and

same corn, and that Central Pennsylvania wasn’t some

size, instead of thinking about where it came from, and

cornucopia of food production. The produce in the

the previous hands that have touched that fruit. This

supermarket in my town was identical to every other

example is not to fault our indiscretion as consumers, but

grocery store in the United States. The salad greens

to point out a more looming danger to our food system,

and produce that I would eat year-round would be

invisibility.

grown in the same place as the salad greens found in a
supermarket in Providence, Rhode Island, most likely

The dangers of an invisible landscape of either

grown in Central Valley, California.

production or extraction are in the fact that invisibility
can cloak abuses to the landscape and people that live

10
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As Americans, we often don’t know where our food

there. Because of our detachment to this landscape,

comes from. When we walk into a grocery store, we see

the many injustices towards the ecologies that

the bounty of agriculture through the year-round supply

support agriculture, or towards the farmworkers

of fresh herbs, salad greens, nuts, fruits, vegetables,

become naturalized. In “Eidetic Operations and New

bread, etc. We expect to find avocados or bananas

Landscapes,” James Corner explains that the image of

everytime we go into the store despite where we are or

landscape is conventionally an idealized projection

what season it is. The supermarket upholds an image of

of innocence and purity. He writes: “... because of

food that is placeless, seasonless, laborless, sustainable,

the passage of time, landscape decontextualizes its

and amoral; a mirage that obfuscates the contexts of

artificiality and takes on the appearance of something

food production. The complex and enmeshed systems

natural.”2 The lack of our image of industrial agriculture

of growing food, packaging, transporting, processing,

which supplies the majority of our food, or at least the

11

images of food systems that are accessible to us like

The ground of the American food landscape is also

spatial analysis, reading news articles, papers and books,

farmer’s markets or farm to table businesses, detaches

placeless. Industrial agricultural practices treat soil

drawing, and the endless viewing of google street view

us from the realities of a productive landscape. For the

as only a substrate in order to hold crops. Water and

and the subsequent cataloging of screenshots.

consumer, the American food landscape is seemingly

nutrients are taken from other places and sprayed onto

placeless.

the soil to create hyper-efficient systems of production.

My proposal for the Agricultural Commons began as

In The Central Valley, water infrastructure brings water

an idea for a solution of common stewardship of the

There is also a placelessness in the American food

from Northern California, the Sierra Nevada Mountains,

landscape to create a more participatory and responsive

landscape for the farm laborers. American agriculture

and the Sacramento Delta to the arid southern end of

relationship between agriculture and community.

is completely dependent on immigrant farm laborers

the valley. The ground that was once had lake beds,

However, deciding on who were the commoners in a

who live and work in the United States as undocumented

wetlands, vernal pools, and grasslands now support a

productive landscape became quite thorny. Does it

seasonal workers. There is something deeply unsettling

sprawling grid of monocultured fruits, vegetables and

include the consumers of the product or resource, or

about the inability for the people responsible for the

nuts. The ground is also collapsing. Intense pumping

the landowners and businessowners? Because millions

food we eat to feel rooted in the landscape in which they

of water from underground aquifers to water the fields

of people depend on Central Valley to be producing

work. There are also consequences for people not able to

during times of drought have caused as much as 28 feet of

food at its maximum capacity, perhaps the American

be represented or accounted for. In California's Central

subsidence in the San Joaquin Valley.

public should have some say on what happens there.

3

Valley, these workers live in unincorporated towns that

In my version of an agricultural commons, the people

lack clean water, clean air, sewage management, public

Despite food being so fundamental to civilization,

that live in that landscape make the decisions, and that

transportation, and other vital public amenities.

the places that grow and supply food have become

the American food system doesn’t consolidate its food

consolidated, isolated, and massively productive regions.

system into industrial agricultural zones but a more

Furthermore, because migrant farmworkers live in

For instance, despite occupying less than 1% of farmland

heterogenous hinterlands.

cycles of employment and unemployment, they also

in the United States, The Central Valley produces nearly

live and work without being seen, and have to move

a third of produce for the U.S.4 I am skeptical of having

As my research investigates, how neoliberal agricultural

often for work or for security. Their right to community

separated landscapes of production or extraction,

regimes have affected local communities and ecologies,

membership is threatened by their transient nature

where we forgo the other dimensions of community and

An Agricultural Commons in The Central Valley of

because of harvest calendars, status as minority

cultural production. A dominant productive landscape

California envisions a new model for agriculture and

immigrants, poverty, and the lack of public investment

is a place where anything goes. The Central Valley

land stewardship that is nurturant and productive to

into their communities. Although they are contributing

has had several waves of this dominant extractive

“place.”

members of the labor force, their lack of a formal status

relationship beginning with gold mining in 1849, and

in the United States maintains their political and social

then for oil, water, and agriculture. The risks of climate

exclusion, as well as their economic exploitation through

change affecting a myriad of both known and unknown

paying them meager wages, lack of job security, and

future outcomes further questions the model of having

health protection. The status of migrant farm laborers

consolidated places for food production.

has been created by the innate power dynamics of
industrial agriculture, and has ultimately prevented

This thesis project questions this set of invisible

people living in the valley from creating a home and a

relationships, particularly how the dominant system of

community they feel safe and represented in.

agriculture has shaped rural communities in The Central

1. Karl Marx, Capital: A Critique of Political Economy, Volume One.
(New York: International Publishers, 1876) 76.
2. James Corner, Recovering Landscape: Essays in Contemporary
Landscape. (New York: Princeton Architectural Press,1999) 255.
3. NASA, “San Joaquin Valley is Still Sinking.” 2006
4. Tom Philpott, Perilous Bounty: The Looming Collapse of American
Farming and How We Can Prevent It. (New York: Bloomsbury
Publishing, 2020) 4.

Valley. My research for Central Valley has included
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Previous Page: To remotely explore The Central Valley, I used the
Google Street View tool to dérive the landscape. I also developed a
method of datamining Google's Street View imagery API through a
Processing sketch. In those images, I specifically collected images
along a vertical transect through The Central Valley.
Above: Google Street View Image in Earlimart, California.
Right: Canal in San Joaquin Valley
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Left: “Utopia Myopia” 2013, Barbara Stauffacher Solomon is a
landscape architect and graphic designer who worked on the Sea
Ranch project with Lawrence Halprin. This page satirizes the utopian
vision of the proposal as being too exclusive.
Above: Screenshot of a Facebook post from 2017 by my two friends
who are twins. Regan’s quote comes from All the Pretty Horses by
Cormac McCarthy, and Tynan’s quote is from Phillip Sheridian, a
Union Army General.
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Agro-Utopia
Framing the Agricultural Commons

Utopianism, as either writing or design, is a tool to

There are four main issues that trouble this relationship:

investigate new models of community that subvert the
hierarchies of society to imagine a more egalitarian and

1. The designers tools of dimensioning,

just human experience. It is an exercise of reinstating the

specification, and totalization that undo the

good life that “bursts the limits of the existing order.”

fantasy and open endedness of utopia

5

The idea of utopia has been associated with the fields of
urban planning and architecture as the transformative
properties of physical and spatial design shaping how

2. The limited ability to convey process and time
in design
3. Neither being able to ground a design in a

people interact with each other and the landscape. For

specific context at the risk of not demonstrating

the planner, the design of streets and the programming

the totalizing statement of utopia, nor

of buildings and landscape affect how people live. For

designing without context as to become too

the landscape architect, materiality, program, designed

generalized

space, vegetation, and phenomenon are all shaping

4. Designer as autocrat

social and personal experiences. Theoretically, design
and planning could enact utopia. However, the built

I will investigate these four issues to see whether utopia

environment is naturally contradictory to the idea of

is present in the design process.

utopia. According to several definitions of utopia, a built
utopia cannot exist. Michel Foucault writes “(Utopias)

Space and Dimension

present society itself in a perfected form, or else society

The designer works in dimensions, tactility, and

turned upside down, but in any case these utopias are

corporeal experience to enact their imagination. These

fundamentally unreal spaces.” Therefore any utopian

modes of design of precision and specification seemingly

project that is designed and built cannot be called

cannot work towards a utopia as a built environment

utopian.

with specific dimensions and specified materials. Despite

6

the impossibility of a built utopia, there have been
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Although built projects cannot be utopias, what is the

several projects where the architect aligns the project

relationship between the designer and utopianism? Can

with utopianism such as Charles Fourier’s Phalanstery

the design process still engage with utopia? Are the very

and Le Corbusier’s Ville Radieuse. Antoine Picon

modes of design contradictory to utopia?

identifies this problem through analyzing the architects’

25

drawings and representations when their project

are drawn at a massive scale where the interior is filled

aligns with utopianism. Picon writes: “A first rationale

with stars and the darkness of space. The fantastical

concerns the paradoxical nature of the utopian narrative,

drawing on the right represents a space larger than itself

which entails distancing oneself from the real while at

by drawing it in the context of the cosmos. We can see the

the same time convincing one’s audience of a utopia’s

paradox in this drawing whereas we see the conventions

feasibility by featuring apparently tangible elements.”

of architecture drawing that convey a certain space and

Picon observes this paradox through the blurriness and

the idea of the architect, but the ambiguity of scale and

imprecision found in Étienne-Louis Boullée’s drawing

fantasy of the interior space allows us to dream further.

7

of the Cenotaph interior, Fourier’s Phalanstery, and
Phillipe-Joseph Machereau’s drawing of the Saint

For either of these two drawings, if we were shown all

Simonian temple.

of the details of the architecture through sections or
plans, would we doubt the utopian scope of the project?
Most certainly we would. For Picon, "Utopia succeeds
in its realism when it avoids closing in on its reader
with minutiae." An idea that is perhaps more clear is as
thinking of utopianism in the design process as the "mold
or envelope" as the thing that can be designed to leave
space for the viewers own input into the design.
The designers' toolbox and sensibilities don't necessarily

Charles Fourier, Phalanstery, early 19th c.

Étienne-Louis Boullée, Cenotaph for Sir Isaac Newton, 1784

negate the utopian project. The designer can engage
in utopia if the designer can “relinquish the primacy
The Phalanstery was designed to be a self contained

granted to spaces and to buildings” to demonstrate the

To depict time and change in drawing is another great

and closed off their world to all other ideas, questioning

utopian community of around 500- 2000 people living

better sociality meant to unfold within it.

challenge to the designer engaging in utopia. The

the sustainability of a singular and static utopia. Islands

drawing conventions of design often attempt to depict

are helpful for presenting clarity of a utopian idea, but

9

and working together in building somewhat modeled
after Versailles. The drawings of the Phalanstery were

Time

its completion, but not its decay, misuse, or growth. A

leaves out the ebbs and flows of opposition that can

only developed through this floating perspective view.

Folded into the argument of the balance of how much

drawing and design is also conventionally stuck in the

sustain utopia.

Showing as much detail as to show the wings of the

the designer reveals or leaves ambiguous in the utopian

time that it comes from the mind of the designer and

building, the scale, and the exterior styling. This type

project is in the complexity of designing with the

onto the paper or screen. What is true or relevant now,

When we examine the previous set of drawings in their

of drawing has an efficiency of showing just enough as

dimensions of time, and the static nature of conventional

may be completely different tommorrow.

depiction of time and process, we see them as conveying

to suggest what the interior is like and the idea of the

drawing methods. For the designer, any project is meant

compound without ever giving us a closer look at the

to exist within the flow of time; people move, climate

The collage titled “Island" depicts the representation of

still world. The allowance for specification and minutiae

details.

changes, materials erode, societies morph. This idea

utopia in a static state. The people represented in black

is not necessarily the same allowance for time and

is particularly resonant with the field of landscape

and white are seemingly pacing back and forth on their

change. Therein lies a critical problem for the designer

In Étienne-Louis Boullée’s drawings for the Cenotaph

architecture as designs must engage in varying time

isolated and luddite island, remaining unaffected by the

trying to achieve societal change through designed space

for Sir Isaac Newton, the large dome is drawn as a

scales from daily phenomenon, to the changes of

spectators in the foreground. The homogeneity of the

while still accounting for the unpredictable nature of

representation of space itself. The scale of the Cenotaph

seasons, and to geologic time.

scene suggests that these people had created their utopia

time and change. Picon writes “...the main reason behind

8
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no sense of time. They are monoliths placed in a perfectly

27

the stubborn blurriness that envelops its urban and

Importantly noted in "The RSVP Cycles, Creative

architectural visions, as if it intended to orient human

Processes in the Human Environment," the Halprins

action through the built environment while being open

write: "The question of whether scores energize or

to the possibility of an unexpected outcome.” In other

control depends on the relationship between scores and

words, this is a problem of understanding how much

the other elements in the RSVP cycles."11 The RSVP cycle

control the designer has over the unremitting wildness

could be 'open' or 'closed' scores which would either

of biota, revolts from the intended occupants of the

try to accomplish a goal with precision, or the latter

world, and other unforeseen players. This question of

creating a participatory, energized, and ongoing process

control will be discussed further in the fourth problem

of design.

10

of designer as autocrat. However, I do think that for
the designer to engage in utopia, they must engage in
process, participation, and change. Perhaps it is within
the same allowance of bluriness that creates space for
change.
The RSVP cycle created by the husband and wife duo
of Lawrence Halprin, a landscape architect, and Anna
Halprin, an avant-garde dancer and choreographer,

The

presents a solution to the linearity of the design process,
as well as the troubles of designing with the flow of

Open or Closed Scores, Halprins, 1970

time. The RSVP cycle is a collaborative process of
scoring movement or action in space. It is a self guiding

The RSVP cycle is a model for design that both

process to allow for iterations and feedback among the

incorporates the passage of time, and accounts for

participants. The elements of the cycle are as follows:

unpredictability. Furthermore, the RSVP cycle especially
allows for varying degrees of control, participation, and

Resources: inventories resources, establishes

ownership in the inherent cyclical nature of the design

motivations, enunicates purposes, determines

process. The design process is therefore cyclical and

requirements.

adaptive to environmental change and to the ebb and
flow of creativity and resistance of a collective.

Score: describes processes leading to
performance.

Site, Ground, and Context
The dilemma of context is inherent in the design of

Valuaction: Incorporates change based on
feedback and selectivity, including decisions.
Island, Collage depicting the lack of process or time in utopian
schemes
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referential to existing issues, it perhaps limits the
totalizing ideas of the utopia. This problem can be seen

Performance: establishes "style" of the
accomplishement of the process.

28

utopia; although it allows for design to be rooted and

in the batch of architectural utopias that came from
the era of modernism in the 20th century aimed to

29

solve the crises of organization and space through the

when we consider the human influence on ground

simplification and consolidation of disparate identities

and its own profundity. What we once saw as a sharp

and communities, which proved to be a very powerful

boundary between ground and artifice is indeed more of

force in the architectural imagination, yet a destructive

a threshold.

force for cultural nuance, or the coexistence of a
multiplicity of people and customs. In utopian projects,

When we understand this gradient between context and

the parts usually stand in for the whole. The solution for

artifice, we realign our own relationality, and sharpen

the microcosm could just as well be applied everywhere.

our design acuity and sensibility. She writes: "The ability

The designer often surmounts context in order to

to connect to a larger world is a direct consequence of

address a more specific set of problems such as housing,

the ability to effectively engage the ground.."13 Utopia in

agriculture, quality of urban life, etc. Do the specifics of

the design process must engage in context as there is no

context interfere with larger utopian schemes? Or does

other option as to provide new and meaningful ideas.

a more localized utopian scheme really accomplish the
nature of utopia as a radical social reimagination?

Designer As Autocrat
Lastly, designers themselves limit their own ability to

The collage titled "Display," shows a white male architect

engage in utopia as the sole creator of a place designed

presenting a dome inside a crumbling old public train

for the public. In "Premature Truths" by Delores

station. The dome is sited to show a disregard for

Hayden, she writes: “The history of ideal city design

context, marking a noticeable regime change from the

reveals formal solutions consistently appropriated

other building. The dome is clearly creating an insular

to serve the prevailing economic and social order:

bubble from its own environment, and therefore

fortified, geometrical cities suited Renaissance

attracting the survivalists who are also shielding

despots; ideal institutional buildings designed in the

themselves from their own context. This collage is to

nineteenth century appealed to the organizers of jails,

critque the neglect of context in order to advance a

workhouses, and corporate towns." Hayden goes on to

design idea, as either utopian or not.

question whether planners and architects can escape
the authoritarianism of utopian proposals of the ideal

Architect Robin Dripps, elucidates the importance

city. For Hayden, utopianism in architecture that

of context, specifically in the understanding of the

tries to depict a liberated society, can only come from

complexity of ground in order to expand the field of

a “liberated group of people, not from an idealistic

architecture towards a more meaningful practice. For

architect or planner sitting at a drawing board.”

Dripps, ground is the dynamic structure, and process of
earth that have embedded values of culture, and physical

The collage titled "Field Utopia" depicts a participatory

12

disturbances from humans. One aspect of her critique

utopia, where the color field is emanating from the

comes from a convention of figure and ground drawings

people’s raised hands in the foreground. The mix of

in architecture that create sharp edges between what is

different architecture, urban form, and landscape shown

represented as ground and what we see as artifice. She

in color, represent the heterogeneous ideas that can be

argues that artifice and ground are actually a intertwined

generated from participatory co-creation.

30
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Island Collage, The background image was taken from the book
"Reusing Railroad Stations" about the protection of historic public
train stations in the United States.

31

It is crucial for designers to acknowledge that there is

be realized. Furthermore, narrative allows for some

character's own realization of doubt and skepticism of

always an enmeshed creation between the intention of

sort of lesson to be learned as a result of the utopian

what they once thought of as utopia, actually being

designers and the practice of people who build culture

society's shortcomings, catastrophes, or more unlikely

stagnant and codified. Le Guin’s argument is not so much

and also shape the urban form. The differences between

its successes. The writer can destroy just as easily as they

the ideology of utopia but in the cycles of stagnation and

strategy and tactic are important here. Strategy is

can build.

revolution that sustains utopia.16

abstracted space. Tactics are the smaller scale operations

This is in complete contrast to the end goals of utopian

Furthermore, in her essay “Non-Euclidean View of

by the people that are localized in place. In the “Practice

design which either ends in the drawings or a proposal.

California as a Cold Place to Be” written in 1982, Le Guin

of Everyday Life”, Michel de Certeau writes that the

Critique is only allowed to evaluate the success of the

argues that there is an inherent bias in the process of

differentiation between tactic and strategy are central

design as it holds up to thier idea of utopia. If designers

creating and identifying utopia, which is the masculine,

to understanding the creation and practice of place. A

were to change where they conventionally end a project,

progressive, and lineal vision. She identifies this as the

city is not solely planned, but created through a language

a whole new set of interesting design problems and

yang utopia. The yang utopia has been a dominant idea

of a myriad background practices of the everyday

criteria arise, such as narrativity, the success of its

that continues to propagate injustices and failures. Le

experience that in turn shape the urban form. He writes:

immersiveness, the design of downfall, and the lessons

Guin’s yin utopia would be “dark, wet, obscure, weak,

“The language of power is in itself “urbanizing,” but

that the project tries to teach.

yielding, passive, participatory, circular, cyclical,

the larger operation by producers that happens in an

the city is left to prey to contradictory movements that

peaceful, nurturant, retreating, contracting, and cold.”17

counterbalance and combine themselves outside the

As a prolific science fiction author, Ursula K. Le Guin

reach of panoptic power.... Beneath the discourses that

explored the idea of utopia in her own writing. Her

As designers, we should embrace the benefits of a

that ideologize the city, the ruses and combinations of

protagonists are often set out to make peace or conquer

multiplicity of ideas on utopia, especially the 'yin'

powers that have no readable identity proliferate.”14

another culture whose values are quite opposite of their

utopia. Designers should also embrace narrativity and

For design, it is crucial to recognize the extent of the

home’s culture. The character’s certainty about their

the capacity to depict our design's failures; seeing the

designers’ control as well as to consider many narratives

own beliefs and the once clear boundaries between right

dystopia in utopia, and not just stopping the project at

in the process. De Certeau writes to suggest the

and wrong are muddied. Le Guin ultimately embraces

its logical end, but in the shaping of a good story and its

importance of narrative that can“ What the map cuts up,

ambiguity and balance in these narratives. This is most

morals.

the story cuts across.”15

clearly expressed in "The Dispossessed: An Ambiguous
Utopia." In this book, Le Guin describes many different

Science Fiction

utopias as several characters believe their own planet to

The designer can engage with utopia in the design

be a utopia. The utopia that is most unique to the idea of

process with consideration of those four paradoxes, or

utopia is Annares, a cold and rocky planet where there

in the very least inspire some humility. These paradoxes,

is no governing body, no hierarchy between people, no

however, don't seem to trouble the pursuit of utopian

possessions, no gender roles, no taboos on sexuality, and

projects in science fiction writing. Ideas of how a society

the work is distributed for only the necessary production

is structured, cultural mores, and the built form are given

of goods and services.

"Utopia has been
euclidean, it has been
European, and it has
been masculine. I am
trying to suggest, in
an evasive, distrustful
untrustworthy
fashion, and as
obscurely as I can,
that our final loss of
faith in that radiant
sandcastle may enable
our eyes to adjust to a
dimmer light and in it
perceive another kind
of utopia.”

shape in the writing and can be extraordinarily detailed.
Perhaps the medium of writing allows for an embedded

Although it is a unique idea of a utopia that counteracts

self-critique of their utopia. Because it is fiction, it

the progressive or Eden-like assumptions of utopia, Le

already has the caveat of not demanding the utopia

Guin builds in criticism of Annares through the main
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Non-Euclidean View of California as a Cold
Place to Be
-Ursula K. LeGuin 1982

33

Field Utopia Collage depicting a particapatory creation of utopian
ideas.

34

Agricultural Commons in The Central Valley of California

35

Dome, Tower, Garden

Novella Developed for Thesis Seminar on Utopia, 2020
The novella was an exercise of depicting ideas of utopia
through narrative. This novella uses a few ideas on the
spatial structures of domes and towers affecting society
from two short stories in Steven Milhauser's book titled:
"Dangerous Laughter."18 Those stories are titled the "The
Dome," and "A Change in Fashion."
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That summer, Elluh started working at one of the several
farms in the Dome. Each farm had around thirty workers. Ten of
which were experienced farmers and researchers. The rest were
on work rotation and would stay on for just a month or so. Elluh
had never had this job before, and in fact never really dug around
in the dirt before, so the tasks of weeding and picking fruits
and vegetables became entangled in games of mounding up dirt
and building little castles with dried leaves and fallen branches.
Despite hardly ever completing their tasks, the rest of the farmers
did not mind Elluh’s absence from their job.
Everybody on the farm gravitated towards particular
jobs that they would stake out on one of their first days. Syd, an
older woman, only milked the goats. And Bruce only ever had their
mind on haying. Because rain was created by the Dome’s weather
agency on a programmed schedule, the haying process had to be
precise and methodical to allow enough time for the hay to dry in
the field and later be rolled up. Bruce was well fit for this job that
required a mind of patience and a bit of prescience. In times when
there was a specific demand in the Dome for a particular item like
parsley or potatoes, the farmers would all help and put aside their
other musings.
By midmorning the sun was already high in the sky
and Elluh had crawled under the dappled shade of an olive tree.
Elluh reached inside their jacket and pulled out a letter they had
read countless times. The envelope was smeared with dirt and the
corners were worn down exposing the edges of the letter inside.

Agricultural Commons in The Central Valley of California
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Elluh had found the letter at their old job at the Dome’s mailroom
and had kept the letter a secret for nearly two years.
Adra, the letter’s recipient, and Clayt, the letter’s writer,
were now prominent in Elluh’s daydreaming and castle building.
Reading the letter became a type of hypnosis that would dissolve
the walls of the Dome, and the sky and ground would become
endlessly deep and expansive. Elluh flattened the pages on their
thigh and began reading:
Dear Adra,
We’ve just reached the Mars Salon. It’s been nearly
a year since we started the climb. It is as decadent as we
dreamed about. Do you remember when we were kids and
we saw crates of fine metals being carried up by hundreds of
workers? Those same metals have been shaped into intricate
architectural details in the upper floors. The rooms are also
much more expansive with ceilings twice as tall as the ones
on the lower floors. Davey and I noticed that if we stood by
this one particular window, we could see the entire length
of the Tower without obstruction. I guess without as much
weight on the upper floors, the Tower architects do not have
to add such robust pillars.
We’ve also noticed a change in fashion as we climbed
into some of the colder atmospheres. People hardly bare any
skin and wear layers of fabric that seem to blossom from the
neck and make their faces appear to be perched in a nest.
The dresses and gowns drape to the floor and actually create
very little walking space. Davey and I could hardly contain
our laughter when we entered one room where we saw a
man apparently stranded on a tiny patch of floor in a sea of
gowns.
It’s hard to think that this is what everyone else below
desires. How foolish are we to draw up the minerals and
nutrients from the ground and use them to build our artifice
3
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up higher and higher. Can’t we see that the taller we build
the tower, the weaker the base becomes?
Davey and I were looking out the window and could
only see the tops of the clouds. I became sad all of a sudden
and wished to once again believe that the clouds were the
ceiling, and that we were all contained by something. I’m
reminded of that line in The Six Oxherding Pictures: “…the
more deeply we look into human life, the more strongly we
feel nostalgic for that which is true and eternal, that which
can be our final home.”
I know you might get mad at me for saying this again,
but I think you ought to stop thinking that the Tower is an
embodiment of one of these stages of oxherding and that
we are forever stuck. And I think it has something to do
with our disagreement about the meaning of the circles in
the illustrations of the oxherder and the ox. I know that we
both agreed that the circles were certainly not voids into
the scene as that would be too obvious for such a book. I
remember saying that the circles were mirrors. The mirrors
reflect our realization that we are also in the process of
enlightenment. Yet the mirror shows the image of the
oxherder because of our own desire to see a purified image
of our own stages of enlightenment and ignorance.
You said that the circles represent planets of ideologies.
That each image of the oxherder and the ox is contained
within its own world, thus blind to the other worlds. And
so that our own enlightenment is the realization of an
inescapable linear path. You then said that we were in the
world where the ox doesn’t lift its head from the juicy green
pasture to realize that it is really just in a speck of grass in a
deserted plain.
I believe we are in a process of understanding this, and
that we eventually become each stage of the oxherder and
the ox. We aren’t stuck in one stage but becoming another.
4
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We will someday see our own containment, and see the web
of connections that tie our fates to one another.
Please give my regards to the rest of the family.
Much Love,
Clayt
Elluh looked up at the sky and saw the glean from the
Dome and wondered if the Tower still existed, and whether it was
now being built beyond the stratosphere, and that Davey and Clayt
were still climbing up and up towards the stars. Many of the castles
that Elluh made were based on the Tower by building a solid base
with rocks and mounded-up dirt, and then leaning long twigs into
each other to create a platform on top. The next stories were then
added carefully by balancing leaves on the tips of the twigs. Elluh
felt guilty about the excitement about a structure that could propel
itself dangerously further into space. And like Adra, thought that
the Dome was in fact another planet stuck in one of these stages.
But Elluh knew how difficult it was to keep a tower
upright. A tower being built with the principle of uncontrolled
growth would eventually crumble. And maybe it was in the
debris of the Tower that the Dome was constructed. Perhaps it
was the survivors of the fall or visitors from another planet that
established the Dome to protect its people from uncontrolled
growth and the dangers of the outside. Although, Elluh knew
that the Dome was not what Clayt meant by a container allowing
us to see our connections to each other, the plants, animals, air,
water, and home. Elluh observed that everybody in the Dome
was actually quite indifferent and complacent about its little
environment. Because the plants, atmosphere, and systems of
production were controlled and regulated, nobody ever thought of
these connections. Their waste was recycled into something new.
Nothing they had ever consumed, touched, or seen was new, but in
a state of material flux. The process eventually became invisible to
5
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the people of the Dome. They only existed in an inherently interior
condition without uncertainty or process of becoming something
new. Either way, the Dome was stuck in its enclosure; and the
people were oblivious to their connections to the sustenance and
wonderment of life. The Dome was an ox always tethered to the
oxherder.
Elluh flipped the last page over to see their own
sketches of the tower and other worlds they had imagined. With
their pen, they began to trace the geometries of a new world, an
ever-expanding spiral Garden where the history and future of
the people lived simultaneously. Generations of people would
walk through and talk to one another. Sometimes a person
would meet themselves but from a different stage in their lives.
Many people living simultaneously in the same space generated
immense knowledge, but confined by the furthest anyone had
travelled from the center of the Garden. Because the Garden was
infinite, knowledge was actually quite spatially limited. But people
depended on this network of converging and diverging knowledge
that expressed itself in poems, stories, formulas, and recipes. Elluh
added a few more small lines of possible paths wrapping around
the center of the Garden.
The Garden was a complex organism that resisted
comprehension. Its geography was shaped at the speed of rocks, or
of light, depending on your frame of reference. Elluh particularly
loved the idea of the ground bursting into the air, shaping a
landform larger than the dome could ever be, and then flatten out
like a wave moving over land. The past two years, Elluh imagined
the centuries that lay ahead of the Dome. Never changing or
diverging.
Elluh aligned the pages of the letter, folded them,
carefully placed them back into the envelope, and then back
into their jacket pocket. There were far less people in the field
now. Most of them were taking their lunch breaks and chatting
underneath some shade.
6
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Elluh looked over to Bruce standing in the bright sun
surveying the hayfield, clearly content with the timing of the last
cut before the rainfall. Elluh buried their hands in the ground
knowing that the ground continued forever without hitting the
edge of the dome.

7
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Case Studies

Trade Agreement (NAFTA). Edjidos had to privitize their
commons, and the era of small agrarian communties

The designers and writers of utopias have often centered

established by indigenous communities in Southern

became overshadowed by large agricultural production.

food systems and agriculture as the foundation of a new

Mexico. The land was not owned but rather allowed for

Some ejidos exist today as 'communidades' in indigenous

ideal community. Food is of course a necessity to life.

"usufruct rights to the land and waters."19 The concept of

communities in Southern Mexico, that are still guided

As a nucleus to society, food systems have an embedded

ejidos long existed within the indigenous communities

by the democratic principles of social organization

set of relationships and values between economy,

of Mexico, but became named ejidos when the Spanish

and shared responsibility and a relationship to the

labor, environment, knowledge, and culture. An agro-

colonized the landscape.

land that isn’t based on ownership but on relationality.

utopia aims to create an ideal community around the

However, without the patronage from the Mexican

restructuring of its food system. I will examine case

The Ejidos became recognized and instituionalized

State, these communties face poverty and lack political

studies of agricultural communities and food systems

after the Mexican Revolution in the early 20th century,

representation.

that use the idea of the commons as a counteraction to

annd half of Mexico's land was given to the Ejido system.

our current neoliberal food system. These case studies

This lasted until the 1980's where the financial crisis

will include the Ejido, Kibbutzim, and the Qanat of

of the in Mexico led to parcelization of the territories

Persia.

and a withdrawal from "price guarantees for corn and
other staple crops." The public sector of the Mexican

Ejido

government shifted towards privitization because of

Ejido's were a system of communal agricultural land

the neoliberal pressures from The North American Free

The Dining hall at kibbutz Maabarot, 1939

economic equality, kibbutz members ate together in

Kibbutz

a communal dining hall, wore the same clothing, and

Kibbutzim were first envisioned as utopian agrarian

shared responsibility for child-rearing, education, and

communities where Jewish people could work and live

cultural programs. The original vision of the kibbutz

together based on egalitarian and communal principles.

called for complete gender equality as women would

The first kibbutz began in the early 20th century in

share the same responsibilites of men. This was however

response to the displacement and persecution of Jews in

not truly a liberated idea of feminism as it mostly

Europe, notably the violent pogroms in Eastern Europe

called for a masculization of women without really

during this time. Degania, from the Hebrew “dagan”

dismantling the gender binary or addressing harmful

meaning grain, was established in 1909 by 12 pioneers

toxic masculinity.

on land acquired by the Jewish National Fund in Yishuv,
a Jewish settlment prior to the formation of the state

For housing, each family would have their own house,

of Israel. Their founders were young Jewish pioneers,

but would not own it or pay for it. The house would be

mainly from Eastern Europe, who came not only to

owned by the kibbutz and members would have access

reclaim the soil of their ancient homeland through the

to live there. Each member would also have a equal

tenet of zionism, but also to forge a new way of life.

representation in decisionmaking.

Following the devastation of the Holocaust and the
establishment of the state of Israel, kibbutzim

In the fast few decades, Kibbutz have adapted

were established throughout the countryside.

to neoliberal economics through new models of

20

membership that integrate the old model of socialism
In the early years, kibbutz members worked mostly in

into a more capitalistic one. For example the Integrated

agriculture. Instead of earning individual incomes for

kibbtuz now has diferential incomes where a certain

their labor, all money and assets on the kibbutz were

percentage is deducted from each kibbutz member’s

managed collectively. In keeping with the ideal of total

salary to cover community expenses and supplement

Left: Farmers in an Experimental Field of the Escuela Libre de
Agricultura, Chiconcuac, Mexico 1930

the income of members whose income falls below the
minimum salary set by the kibbutz.21
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Qanat
The qanat is a Persian system of bringing water from
"alluvial aquifers at the heads of valleys and conducting
the water along underground tunnels by gravity, often
over many kilometers" to permanent settlements in
arid landscapes.22 The qanat's construction involved
precise planning for starting the channel where the water
table was closest to the surface, usually on the face of a
mountain, and then digging a gently-sloped tunnel back
to the town. This allowed for gravity to bring a consistent
supply of water without over-extracting the groundwater

Above: Channeling of water into its intended users
Right: Qanat aerial

or eroding the tunnel. The pilot holes seen in the image
on the right would be dug to efficiently extract the soil

commons and the unique contexts they are derived from.

that were dug on the horizontal plane, and also allow for

A striking commonality between them is in their threats

ventiliation.

from outside regime shifts, particularly from capitalism,
that trickle in and threaten the original transparency of

The reliance on a singular water source required a

the system. Today, these agro-commons are artefacts

communal management system of water budgeting for

or shadows of what they once were. Can the agricultural

the many uses within the settlement including drinking

commons exist alongside the dominant neoliberal food

water, agriculture, public baths, animals, and gardens.

system today?

The image below shows a structure used to budget water
through creating separate channels for each use. This

As a productive landscape, the idea of the agricultural

system accomodated the drawbacks of not holding water,

commons has to address the change in economic and

as it would cause evaporation, through using the flow of

social structures that limit a diversity of participants,

water to demarcate its use.

the disparate scales of the commons and industrial
agriculture, and the disconnection between consumers

The channelization of water as a communal water budget

and laborers with the food landscape.

scheme is not only a management system, but also a
visual system of the commons. It allows for people to

The agricultural commons has a potential to prioritize

see how much water they have and how the system is

the farmers, reveal infrastructural systems, and sustain

working. The qanat has been substituted for digging

the ecologies that support farming.

larger wells, that can supply a greater amount of water
consistently but risk overextraction and require less
public participation in decision making.

Summary of the Agricultural Commons
These case studies depict an array of agricultural
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“I was told as a child, and like to believe, that
California was named “The Golden State” not
just for the stuff Sutter found but for the wild
poppies on its hills and the wild oats of
summer. To the Spanish and the Mexicans I
gather it was the boondocks; but to the Anglos
it has been a true utopia: the Golden Age made
accessible by willpower, the wild paradise to
be tamed by reason...And the wild oats and
poppies still come up pure gold in cracks in
the cement we have poured over utopia.”

Non-Euclidean View of California as a Cold Place to Be
-Ursula K. LeGuin 1982
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The Central Valley of California
A history of a landscape that has prioritized efficiency and profit over sustainability and community

In the last two decade, California's Central Valley

practices have shifted towards more lucrative, yet water

has been a place of intense extractive and productive

consumptive perennial fruit and nut trees, requiring

economies, beginning with gold mining in 1849. The

farmers to overextract water from local aquifers to keep

Valley's history could as well be categorized into these

the trees alive. In Perilous Bounty, Tom Philpott observed

unique eras of utopian visions as places of “wilderness,”

that even during the California drought of 2011-2015,

gold, land reclamation, oil, and agriculture. The profit-

the worst drought in 500 years, agricultural production

oriented, get rich quick industries have set up a pattern

expanded.24 With the threats of climate change

of exploitative relationships towards the landscape and

reducing rainfall in the Sierra Nevada Mountains, the

the laborers by the companies and large landholders that

sustainability of current agricultural practices are even

have profitted. We can see today that these eras have had

further questioned.

their allure, but have ultimately been unsustainable and
destructive.

Industrial agriculture has also formed an antagonistic
relationship with farming communities in The Central

The conditions for industrial agriculture in The Central

Valley, with severe problems such as low wages, polluted

Valley had to be created. The forces of colonization,

waterwells, poor air quality, lack of public services, and

water engineering, land reclamation, consolidation of

poor working conditions. In the San Joaquin Valley,

landownership, and access to cheap migrant labor has

as many as 350,000 people don't have access to clean

allowed for The Central Valley to be one of the most

water.25

productive food regions in the world. It is estimated that
91% of the wetlands that used to be in The Central Valley

In this chapter, I will analyze how the dominant system of

were destroyed, and replaced with agricultural fields.

agriculture has been in direct tension with the neglected

Theses remaining wetlands are crucial for the riparian

systems of ecology and community.

23

ecologies in the valley, but also for habitat for the Pacific
Flyway.
Intense water engineering projects diverted water from
the Sierra Nevadas to the once arid landscape of Central
California. In the last twenty years, industrial agricultural
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1833
Native Americans struck with
Malaria. Estimated that 20,000
people died, reducing their
population as much as 75%
1826- 1834
1750’s

1849
Gold Mining Starts

Destruction of the Indigenous
communities nearly complete

1860’s

The Central Valley had four
major linguistic groups.

1821
Mexican Independence won.

Pre Colonization

1750’s

1769

1823

1846-1848

1857

Since the last Pleistocene ice
age, people have been living in
The Central Valley, depending
on the wetlands for food and
material. Burning and altering
of wetlands cleared woody
vegetation for better waterfowl
habitat.

Pre-colonization of this
landscape by the Spanish,
Indigenous populations in the
Sacramento population was
approximately 76,100. In San
Joaquin Valley indigenous
population was around 83,800.

Spanish period of California
colonization begins with the
expedition of Gaspar de Portola
and Franciscan Priest Junipero
Serra.

The Franciscans establish 21
missions along the California
Coast

Mexican-American war.
California is relinquished to the
U.S.

Federal Government Resettled
the rest of the Southern Valley
Yokuts to Porterville

1750

1800

1700
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Spanish and then Mexican
armies are sent in to Central
Valley to capture gentiles and
convert them to Catholicism

1840’s
The Mexican Government
granted lands to ranchers in the
Central Valley to create a buffer
for the foreseeable American
occupation

1850

Colonization

Resettlement

For the last 10,000 years, people have lived in The Central Valley,
depending on the extensive wetlands for food and materials. There
have been two eras of colonization, first Spanish settlers in the form
of Catholic missionaries and ranchers, and the U.S colonization with
ranchers, farmers, and gold miners. Colonization ultimately displaced
the 76,000 indigenous people in the Sacramento Valley, and 84,000
in the San Joaquin valley.

The greatest devastation concurrent with colonization was the Malaria
epidemic in the early 1830’s brought from the European Settlers. This
was estimated to kill 75% of the indigenous people here. Indigenous
people were continually resettled outside of The Central Valley,
namely Porterville. By the 1860’s the destruction of the indigenous
communities was nearly complete in The Central Valley.
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1864
Constructed a 25 mile drainage
canal to facilitate runoff. In the
Delta, 10 miles of levees were
also built.

2008
During Obama era, immigration
policies become more enforced,
causing greater deportation
rates for immigrant farmworkers.

1894

1849

1861

Large Migration from the Eastern
U.S. and China come for the gold
mining.

Began designating reclamation
districts in the Central Valley

Wheat growing faced harsh
competition from abroad. Basin
Farmers began to diversify into
fruits, vegetables, and dairy.

1849

1850

1879

1933

1960’s

2000

2020

Gold Mine tailings start to create
large amounts of sedimentation
in the Sacramento River Delta.

Swamp and Overflowed Lands
Act. Initial Thrust for land
reclamation

Irrigation proliferated. Nearly
300,000 acres were irrigated in
the Central Valley.

Central Valley Project devised to
create an irrigation network and
municipal water source from
outside water sources, primarily
the Sierra Nevadas.

San Luis Unit of the Central Valley Project Built

Only 1% of the native of wetlands in the Central Valley exist
today.

Farmworkers, as essential
workers, are at extreme risk of
Covid-19 with cramped housing
and federal funding not able to
apply to undocumented farmworkers.

2000

2020

1870’s
The Tulare Lake Basin had been
completely passed into private
landowners.

1850

1900

1930’s

1945
Shasta Dam completed.

Wetland’s gone, and the aquifers
were depleted.

1950

Reclamation

Industrial Agriculture

The Malaria epidemic became the impetus to reclaim the wetlands in The Central Valley, and became legislature through the
Swamp and Overflowed Lands act in 1850. 10 years later, nearly 25
miles of drainage canals and 10 miles of levees in the Sacramento
Delta were built to facilitate runoff and create navigable waterways. Irrigation proliferated during this period. By the 1930’s the
Wetlands were gone, and the aquifers were also nearly depleted.

After the aquifer depletion of the 1930’s, The Central Valley Project
devised a way to create an irrigation network and municipal water
system through sourcing water from the Sierra Nevada’s and damming
lakes. Today only 9% of the native wetlands exist today. Industrial
Agriculture continues to use this system, however in droughts, most
recently in from 2011 to 2017, water is again pumped at unsustainable
amounts.
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1. Ecological System

Left: Wetland Loss between 1850 and 1990
Previous to the 1850's, wetlands covered nearly 30% of the floor of
The Central Valley. Over 90% of these wetlands have been destroyed
since. Restricting vital habitat for the waterfowl of the Pacific Flyway.
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“The Great Plain of
California, during the
months of March,
April, and May, was
one smooth,
continuous bed of
honey-bloom, so
marvelously rich that,
in walking form one
end of it to the other,
a distance of more
than 400 miles, your
foot would press
about a hundred
flowers at every step.”
John Muir, 1860’s
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Upland Plants

Riverine Species

Wetland Species

Grassland Species

Valley Oak

Western Sycamore

Ruppia maritimia

Sagitarria lattifolia

Alkali bulrush

Cattail

Meadowfoam

Common Thule

Box Elder

Blackberry

Duckweed

Common water nymph

Alkali heath

Swamp Timothy

Sprangle Top

Ripgut Brome

Wild Rose

Baccharis salificifolia

Spike Rush

Rabbits Foot Grass

Needlegrass

Rye Grass

Wild Oat

Neostapfia colus grass

Burr Reed

Original Riparian Condition Section of 1837
This section is drawn with the given dimensions from the first hand
account from Captain Sir Edward, British Navy, 1837. The Valley Oaks
were said to be as wide as 9 feet and the Riparian section was said to
have been 900 feet wide to either side of the San Joaquin River.
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Upper San Joaquin River

Middle San Joaquin River

Above: Sluice gate controlling water for protected wetlands
Right: Sections Along River in 2021
This is series of sections that begin at the start at the mouth of the
San Joaquin River near the Sierra Nevada Mountains. Periodically,
the river becomes more channelized through stone and concrete
structures that don't allow for riparian ecologies. Most of the riparian
zones along the San Joaquin River are no more than 200 feet wide. As
seen in the middle section, this is one of the larger riparian zones that
is located in the San Luis National Wildlife Refuge.
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Lower San Joaquin River
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Sacramento River NWR

Sacramento NWR
Butte Sink NWR

Delevan NWR
Colusa NWR

Sutter NWR

Stone Lakes NWR

Consumnes River Preserve
Summer

Winter

Grizzly Island NWR

San Joaquin River NWR
San Luis NWR
Merced NWR

Engineered National Wildlife Refuges

Pixley NWR

Kern NWR

National Wildlife Refuges
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The Central Valley provides habitat for nearly 60% of the migratory
waterfowl of the Pacific Flyway. Through immense pressures from
environmentalists in the later half of the 20th century, the remaining
206,000 acres of wetlands became protected conservation areas.
The Central Valley Improvement Act of 1992 established a minimum
of water supply for these protected wetlands. To do so, these refuges
have plugged into the agricultural infrastructure of canals, pumps,
and sluice gates to provide water during the times of bird migration
which happens in the winter, spring, and fall.26
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2. Agricultural System

Above: Map of Central Valley Project, 1949
Right: Cynthia Hooper, “Westlands” 2011 Two Channel Video
Hooper’s two channel video captures the efficiency and servitude of
agriculture in the San Joaquin Valley. The highly engineered water
infrastructure has dominance over the ephemeral infrastructure
needed for workers.
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Fresno

Water System in San Joaquin Valley

Visalia

Drainage Ditches
River
River
Riparian Zone

Tulare
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Dams
There are several large dams in the Central Valley Project that hold
large reservoirs of water to be slowly released through aqueducts and
canals. The large dams are located in the Sierra Nevada Mountains
and depend on the snowmelt and rainfall to refill the reservoir. Such
dams incude Shasta Dam, shown in this image, Friant Dam, Keswick
Dam, Folsom Dam, Trinity Dam, New Melones Dam, and San Luis
Dam.

Aqueduct
Aqueducts are the larger infrastructure version of a canal that
brings water from the Sierra Nevadas and Reservoirs to the smaller
canals.Such aqueducts include the California Aquedct, Trinity River,
American River, and the Clear Creek Tunnel,

Pump Stations for Aquifers
Pumps are an inconspicuous infrastructure that pumps water from
underground aquifers. Pumping from aquifers is only supposed to
occur during droughts, but are consistently being used to address
greater water demands of water intensive crops such as perennial
fruit and nut trees.

Check Dams
Check dams are little dams located in drainage ditches to control
water flow and volume along the fields. By setting the height of the
dam, farmers can know how much water they are holding.

Canals & Reservoirs
Canals take water from the upstream aqueducts to either a network
of farms, or other smaller reservoirs. Such canals include the DeltaMendota Canal, Contra Costa Canal, and the Madera Canal.

Drainage Ditches
These are used along fiields to allow for runnoff to be collected and
resused for irrigation. This the most common water system in The
Central Valley with thousands of miles of drainage ditches running
parallel to agricultural fields.
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Water System Typologies of The Central Valley Project
The Central Valley Project consists of 20 dams and reservoirs,
11 powerplantsm and 500 miles of major canals, aqueducts,
and tunnels. It deliveres about 7 million acre-feet of water for
agriculture, municipal use, and the management of wetlands.28
It is a highly engineered and precise engnineering feat that has
and embedded bias towards supplying the profitable industry of
agriculture, and to large munipal areas, but has squeezed the water
budget for wildlife reserves, and provided no municipal water for
unincorporated agriculture communities.
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JAN

FEB

MAR

APR

MAY

JUN

cherries

FRUIT TREES

lemon
grapefruit

JUL

apricot

SEP

OCT

NOV

DEC

apples
blue berries
grapes

orange

valencia orange

AUG

pistachio
almonds
walnuts

NUT TREES

ANNUALS

asparagus

onions

peas

corn
lettuce & carrots

tomatoes

broccoli
spinach
parsley
strawberries

MULTI-HARVEST

TEMPERATURE

RAINFALL

MIGRANT WORKER
EMPLOYMENT
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peak hire
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Carrots requires

10-20 hours/acre

1.5 acre feet water/ acre

Grapes require

250 hours/acre

3.5 acre feet water/ acre

Field Crops

$3.53

Agricultural Change towards Perennial Crops
In the last twenty years, the shift towards growing specialty high
value perennial crops like Almonds, Valencia Oranges, and Pistachios,
has required more labor over longer periods of time. Santos-Gomez
writes: "...small rural communities scattered all over the Valley have
turned into places of permanent residence for a labor force that used
to be highly mobile, travelling from one agricultural region to the next
always in search of employment oppurtunities."29 This is better for the
workers that can be more grounded in a single community, but not
sustainable for water resources. The imminent change of agricultural
practices due to climate change will put an immense immediate
pressure on these agricultural communities
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Fruits and Nuts

$13.49
Livestock and Poultry

$9.84

Floraculture and Greenhouses
Vegetables and Melons

$3.76

$6.88
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Map of Unincorporated Towns in San Joaquin Valley
This map shows the prevalence and spatial arrangement of small
unincorporated communities in The San Joaquin Valley.
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Fresno

Distribution of Towns to Type of Agri.
Perennial Crops

Visalia

Annual Crops
Grassland
Unincorporated Community

Tulare
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1990

2000

2010

2020

Suburban Sprawl in Tulare, California
The result of large landholders and subdivided agricutlural land is the
growth model of sprawl, where land is continually developed next to
towns to accomodate building rows of one-story single family homes.
Many of the larger towns and cities in Central Valley have followed
this model of urban development. Unincorporated communities,
although not growing as rapidly, have also experienced this pattern
of growth. Sprawl growth leads to low-density development,
homogenous building types, and lack of civic spaces. They are also
conceived and built privately, excluding community input.
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U.S. Post Office

Elementary School

Restaurants

Sports Fields

Iglesia Bautista de la
Communidad

Dole Processing

Los Amigos Food
Fiesta Latino
Dollar General
Family Dollar
Huron Tire

Middle School

Elementary School

Sabroso Restaurante

Farmers Food Market

Assembly of God of
Poplar

U.S. Post Office

Sports Fields

Dollar General
Mr 99 cent Plus
Poplar Market
Poplar Feed Store

Huron, Fresno County, California
popualtion: 7,115

U.S. Post Office

Charros Express Mexican
Tacos Alejandra

Poplar, Fresno County, California
population: 2,259

Elementary & Middle
School

Chruch of St.
Francis Assisi

Sports Fields

Superior Market

Tabernacle
Baptist Church
Pentecostal
Assembly of God

Pixley United Brethren

Centro Do Adoracion
Asamblea

Woodville Liquor &
Grocery

U.S. Post Office

Elementary School

Woodville Pent
Church of God

Pixley Tire Service
Auto Parts
Food Center
Trading Post

Sports Fields

Pixley, Tulare County, California
Population: 3,347
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Woodville, Tulare County, California
population: 1,763
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Stake Club & Deli

Sports Fields

Raisin City
Community Church

Orange Crush

Biola Congregational
Church

Elementary School

Elementary School

U.S. Post Office

Best Market

Bee’s Market
Raisin City Market

U.S. Post Office

Polycell Packaging

Sports Fields

Biola, Fresno County, California
population: 2,259

Raisin City, Fresno County, California
population: 414

Unincorporated Town
An unincorporated town means that it is a town that doesn't have a
municipal government. There are over 100 unincorporated towns in
the San Joaquin Valley. Each has a similar dimension of occupying a
former agricultural field. They also share similar institutions, shops,
and housing typologies.
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Catholic Church
A common community center in unincorporated communities are
Catholic Churches. In some towns of only 2,000 people, there can
be three churches. Because much of the populations of these towns
are Latin American, Catholicism is the most prevalent religion and
actively observed. These churches are an important community space
in these towns.

Stadium
Typically associated with the schools, stadiums that host soccer
fields and baseball fields are an extremely used civic space. Hugo
Santos-Gomez observes in this book titled "Immigrant Farmworkers
and Citizenship in Rural California: Playing Soccer in the San Joaquin
Valley," he observes the community spectacle of soccer games as
a crucial form of outward community expression in unincorporated
towns.30

Elementary School
Each town also has an elementary school. This is typically the
highest level of school in these towns. Highschools are usually larger
consolidated school systems in larger towns.

Grocery Store/ Convenient Store
There is usually one grocery store and also a convenient store in an
unincorporated town in San Joaquin Valley. Convenient stores often
have taqueria's inside. The produce that is in the grocery stores here
are of no higher quality than the produce found everywhere else in
the U.S. Although it is local, the produce that is grown here is meant
to travel long distances and ripen days after it is harvested. So the
food comes from the same places that package it and therefore not
any fresher.

Mechanic
Cars are extraordinarily important for farmworkers. Because there is
no public transit system, cars allow for people to get to their jobs,
and also move around depending on the harvest cycle. The mechanic
is therefore an extremely valuable community business for farmworkers. In every town, there is a good mechanic.

Institutions in Unincorporated Towns
Unincorporated communities have similar cultural, religious, service,
and civic institutions within them. To understand this and identify
typologies, I studied several unincorporated communities through
Google street view and Google Maps.
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Labor Camp
The labor camps support the most transient workers who move often
and don’t live with family members. Workers are usually younger men
migrant workers. There are several of these labor camps throughout
the San Joaquin Valley. The labor camps are typically isolated from
towns.

RV and Camper
These are usually parked in yards or on the street outside of
someone’s house, usually a family member’s house. They have the
advantage of being movable, to conveniently move where there is
work. It is a plug-in model of housing that relies on a relationships to
a homeowner and offers an extension of the house, however they are
not solid or really can hold value well. The cheapest version of this is
when people sleep in their cars in a driveway or street and then use
the house for other cooking and cleaning needs.

Detached Single House
The Detached Single house is the most common housing in
unincorporated towns. That support a wide range of workers with
families.

Detached Single House in Processing Town
The houses in towns that have some sort of procesesing factory or
canning facility are usually a lot nicer, In this image you can see a
sidewalk, regular street trees, and garbage bins out front. This is
because processing jobs are much more regular and stable. The
processing plant also requires management jobs or clerical jobs that
pay more. These towns are often the more

Trailer Park
The trailer park is a more designated space for movable housing.
Utilities such as electricity, sewage, and water are supported here,
and these parks usually have taller trees. Trailer parks are however
not as movable as the RV or Camper. Trailer Parks usually support
smaller units of workers, perhaps only a few people that are
binational workers.

Acessory Dwelling Units
The Acessory dwelling unit is a detached building next to another
house. These are quite common and also acoomodating to larger
families or extended families to allow for extra spillover space.

Housing Typologies in Unincorporated Towns
The varying stability and value of the housing stock support varying
migratory conditions of the workers and the size of the family units.
The larger and more stable housing correspond to more stable
workers and families. The more stable settings for housing are found
in towns with a processing plant.
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Edge Condition of Earlimart, California
This Google street view image shows a common feature of the edge
between agriculture and town. This proximity has caused issues of
groundwater contamination and air pollution from planes spraying
insecticides.
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Polluted Groundwater for Unincorporated Towns
90% of unincorporated communities depend on well water. This
water source is polluted from sprayed fertilizers and pesticides from
agricultural fields, containing arsenic or salt from overextraction, or
the community wells dry up. The New York Times reported that some
community members have to drive 30-50 miles to buy bottled water.
200-300 communities consistently dont meet state and federal
drinking water requirements. This type of contamination is
extraordinarily unsafe for children, and has increased cancer cases.31
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Sampling of Articles on Water Quality in Unicorporated Towns
A few of the headlines are: "How Racism Ripples through Rural
California's Pipes;" "They Grown the Nation's Food but Can't Drink the
Water;" "The U.S. Agriculture System is a Disaster for Farmworkers
and the Planet."
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Laton, California

Pixley, California

Laton, California

94

Agricultural Commons in The Central Valley of California

95

23. Tom Philpott, Perilous Bounty: The Looming Collapse of American Farming and How We Can Prevent It. (New York: Bloomsbury
Publishing, 2020) 22.
24. Ibid., 23.
25. Jonathon K. London, Amanda Fenci, Sara Watterson, Jennifer
Jarin, Alfonso Aranda, Aaron King, Camille Pannu, Phoebe Seaton,
Laurel Fireston, Mia Dawson, and Peter Nguyen, "The Struggle for
Water Justice," UC Santa Davis (2018): 8.
26. Cynthia Hooper, "The Land Where the Birds are Grown," Places
Journal, (2019).
27. Hugo Santos-Gomez, Immigrant Farmworkers and Citizenship in
Rural California: Playing Soccer in the San Joaquin Valley, (El
Paso: LFB Scholarly Publishing, 2014) 37.
28. USBR, Central Valley Project, https://www.usbr.gov/projects/index.php?id=506.
29. Hugo Santos-Gomez, Immigrant Farmworkers and Citizenship in
Rural California: Playing Soccer in the San Joaquin Valley, (El
Paso: LFB Scholarly Publishing, 2014) 38.
30. Ibid., 39.
31. Jose A. Del Real, They Grow the Nation's Food but They Can't Drink
the Water, New York Times (2019).

96

Agricultural Commons in The Central Valley of California

97

An Agricultural Commons
Design Strategies for Achieving an Agricultural Commons

The research of the existing systems of agriculture,

Furthermore, many of the interim design strategies

ecology and community, as well as the case studies on

are focused on creating buffers around the towns to

agricultural commons have elucidated an extraordinarily

protect the vulnerability of the undocumented migrant

complex problem for defining what is the agricultural

farmworker, and protect their water resources.

commons in California's Central Valley. It has further
revealed complications for a design proposal. One main

However, there are still lingering problems that are

issue is that the fallowing of perennial croplands would

outside the scope of this project, such as finding new

seemingly take away jobs, but especially the jobs that

sources of year-round produce to make up the loss

have allowed for less migratory lives. Another issue is

of output from The Central Valley, and the legality

that the illegality of many migrant farmworkers perhaps

of migrant farmworkers. Therefore there are few

questions the attention and investment into their

contingencies for my design proposal, the first being

communities and additionallyquestions the farmworker's

that the change of hyper-productive agriculture in The

ability to participate in these changes.

Central Valley occurs simultaneously with a movement
towards a more heterogenous food system throughout

These issues have given a greater nuance and point

the United States. So instead of consolidated regions

of criticism to my design proposal. Overall, to justify

producing most of the food, more localized and

the need for the agricultural commons today, I believe

medium scale farms pick up the difference. The second

that there is already going to be a dramatic change in

contingency is on the requirement for immigration

agriculture in The Central Valley through its current

policy to adjust to grant immigrant farmworkers better

unsustainability and further complications due to

migrant status for better civil rights and collective

climate change. The proposal of weening itself into a

bargaining.

more hybridized model of agriculture would alleviate
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the risk of a dramatic change to employment. Through

This proposal aims to provide interim strategies that can

anticipating the need for agricultural change, it is

plug-in to the current agricultural model. Although the

ensuring jobs for farmworkers in the future. The

agricultural commons envisions a radically restructured

commons also creates a new model of stewardship

future, the following design strategies employ

that increases community agency through collective

hybridization and processes that can unhinge the current

bargaining and community land ownership.

agricultural model.
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Principles of
The Agricultural
Commons for
California's Central
Valley

Goals of The
Agricultural
The
Agricultural
Commons for
California's Central
Valley

The Central Valley of California is not a passive substrate.

The framework for decision-making would be readjusted

It is not an invisible and placeless productive landscape.

to only come from local communities, and people

The land, water, and labor should not suffer the

that actually live in The Central Valley. This collective

externalities of intense industrial agricultural practices

stewardship model would make infrastructural decisions

that normalize shantytowns, the pollution of drinking

more transparent and egalitarian. Collective stewardship

water, the overextraction of water resources, the

would also account for the non-human world, and

minimization of critical migratory bird habitat, and the

restore the lost ecologies of The Central Valley.

devalueing of the farmworker.
The Central Valley will no longer be just a place of food
The Central Valley has been a commonable resource for

production, but it will be culturally productive. The

consumers in the U.S. as a vital supplier of our year-

agricultural communities will no longer be placeless, but

round food. But 'the commons' is not a resource or

will be culinary centers and holders of precious genetic

consumer's right to food. It is a principle, system, and

knowledge of diverse species and cultivars. Farmworkers

responsibility for the sustainability of landscape, the

will no longer be devalued, but will be the caretakers of

health of the farmworkers, and the inherent value of

the landscape and seen in their multi-dimensionality.

'place.'
The agriculture commons is a system that replaces

1. Agricultural output and extraction need to be ecologically
sustainable and resilient to the future threats of climate
change.
2. Common stewardship of the landscape from all
stakeholders including non-human entities.
3. Industrial agriculture corporations paying for reparations
to indigenous people and public water infrastructure
for reliably safe drinking water for the unincorporated
communities.
4. Expansion of protected wetlands and wildlife refuges
through a greater water budget.
5. Protect diverse native plant communities, as well as the
bio-diversity of crops and heirloom plants such as Maize

the model of private ownership and profiteering with
collective stewardship and a cooperative economy. The
replacement of large land-ownership and industrial
agriculture would lead to smaller co-managed
agricultural regimes that employ intercropping,
regenerative agriculture, plant diversification, organic
farming, and fallowing.
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Community forum

Law & Policy

Ecological

Spatial
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Strategies for the Agriculture Commons
This is a list of strategies and resources for the implementation of the
agricultural commons. There are varying degrees of infrastructure,
investment, and participation required for these strategies.

Buffer

Portable Water Tank

Sabotage of Canals

Diverse Plant Cultivars

Fallowing of Agricultural Land

R.V.s

Hedgerow

Excavation of Vernal Pools

102

Agricultural Commons in The Central Valley of California

Restoration of Riparian Edge

Water/ Lookout Towers

Housing Co-op

Expansion of Canals as Riparian Areas

Community Land Trust & Agricultural Land Trust
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Strategies

1. Fallowing of Agricultural Land
Cycles of field use
Fallow land as productive
Jobs for maintaining of native species

2. The Buffer
Space to separate agriculture and town
Community Land Trust
Hedgerow

3. The Water Commons
Canals as Riparian Zones
Safe Drinking Water
Community Space

Map of Strategies
The strategies for the agricultural commons are to be implement for
each unincorprated town but to be interconnected between them,
Here we can see the network of fallowed lands, town buffers, and
expanded riparian areas.
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road

road

road

Below: Original Crop Dispersion
Unincorporated towns today are located within mostly perennial fields
which mostly support year-round work but the crops are too water
intensive.
Next Page Left: Crop Rotation with Perennials
This crop rotation builds soil health and creates a balance of crops
with various havests schedules in proximity to the Unincorporated
Towns
Next Page Right: Crop Rotation with Annuals
This crop rotation is centered around temporary towns that support
seasonal employment during annual harvests.

road

0.5 miles

Fallowing

road

road

0.5 miles

0.5 miles

town

Almonds, Pistachios

annual

town

Almonds, Pistachios

annual

town

Almonds, Pistachios

annual

buffer, commons

Valencia Oranges

grass

buffer, commons

Valencia Oranges

grass

buffer, commons

Valencia Oranges

grass

Fallow lands

field crops, multi harvest

Fallow lands

field crops, multi harvest

Fallow lands

field crops, multi harvest

Fallowing of lands means letting what was once

The fallowing strategy would work through a rotating

restoring insects and other biota back to the ground.

lands, and hired laborers to plant endemic species and

productive agricultural land, rest and become its

growing calendar that would change crops depending

Crop rotation would also be beneficial to the rural

to store seeds. The monitoring and maintenance of the

naturalized state. Fallowing is a method that has been

on the season. This rotation would rotate between

communities for creating heterogenous growing

fallowed lands would create jobs for the farmworkers.

often associated with the agricultural commons because

grassland, fallowed lands, annual crops, and perennial

calendars. With rotating croplands that are support

The plant species would be maintained through seed

the lack of boundary and property lines allows for a more

crops. The rotation of varying crops would drastically

greater plant diversity within any given place, the varying

banks in the agricultural towns.

ambiguous negotiation of space as well as requiring the

decrease the acreage of perennial crops. For regions that

harvest cycles would allow for workers to stay rooted

space for people and animals to move through the land.

are growing only annuals, the rotation would not include

in one community, instead of having to move between

Fallowing is not a wasteland, but an investment into

annuual nut and fruit trees.

larger growing zones. The fallowed land would occur

future agriculture use by replenishing the soil, water

through a network of zones that connect to one another

stock, and biota.

In The Central Valley, its naturalized state of grasslands
and riparian plant communities that existed before

One of the primary benefits of the fallowed lands would

through corridors. This connectivity of corridors is more

monocultured agriculture would be difficult to

be to reduce water consumption overall in the valley.

ecologically supportive than a patchwork model.

reintroduce as many of those plant species don’t exist

This would occur through cuttting back on perennial

in The Central Valley anymore. Therefore the fallowed

crops. Fallowing would also counter the destructive

This strategy would have to be a state program that helps

lands in this case would have to be managed landscapes

nature of industrial agriculture by building up topsoil

landowners and farmers pay for loss of crop yields.It

to reintroduce the native grassland plant communities.

and nutrients through the decay of plant matter, and

would also require ecologists to monitor the fallowed
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Grass, Grazing, Cover Crop

Current Condition
Valencia Oranges
Almond
Pistachio
Walnut
Grape

Red Clover
Wheat
Ryegrass

1-2
ye
s
ar

y

ea

rs

Lettuces
Strawberries
Asparagus
Onion

Intercropping Perennial Crops

1- 10 Years

2
1-

Field Crops

Soybean
Alfafa

1- 10 years
Fallowed Lands

Mixed in nitrogen fixing legumes with Perennial Crops

Dead branches and leaves rebuild topsoil

Change from Perennial Crops to a Crop Rotation System
The agricultural croplands that are only growing perennial fruit and
nut trees will adapt to an intercropping model where nitrogen fixing legumes would grow between the rows. After the orchard trees
die(they only have a ~25 year lifespan) the system would transition
to a crop rotation cycle that goes between grassland, annual crops,
perennials, and fallowed land.
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Building Soil Health, Biota, Nutrients, and Topsoil
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The Buffer
The buffer is a crucial design strategy that attempts to

land trust, where the community would own the outskirts

separate communities from agricultural fields. The buffer

of the town. The community land trust would be the first

would have a radius of roughly a quarter of a mile that

enactment of the commons as it would give agency of

would be demarcated by the hedgerow. The interior of

land management and community development to the

the buffer would support greater biodiversity for the

members of the community. This would also allow for the

living seedbank for the native grasslands species that

development of co-operative housing in the town.

would be planted in the fallowed lands, and heirloom
plants. The buffer would become a haven for lost

There are a number of benefits to the buffer. It would

cultivars of crops due to monocultured agriculture The

first and foremost help generate wealth and control of

buffer also applies to the expansion of riparian areas.

urban development for the community. It would help

In The Central Valley, there are thin riparian zones

restore the local aquifer by pushing agriculture further

that would be expanded on through restoring riparian

from the town and preventing the contamination from

ecologies up to 200 feet of the river.

agricultural runoff. The hedgrow would filter the air from
sprayed pesticides.

The buffer would be supported through a community
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Axon of the Buffer
This buffer depicts a few intersecting strategies such as the buffer that
holds the living seed bank of native grassland species and other crop
cultivars, the expansion of canals as riparian areas, the transient town
adjacent to the new river, a water tank, and the hedgerow that marks
the boundary of the buffer also filters air pollution.
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Workers Planting Native Grassland Species
The buffer would hold a living seedbank for native grassland species,
as well as unique cultivars of crops such as corn. The fallowed lands
would be planted with these native plants by trained workers and
ecologists.
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Water Commons
The water commons is strategy to reinvest in water

an elevated perspective. I believe this would be an

infrastructure that is more geared towards ecology,

empowering experience for workers who live and work in

sustainability, and safe drinking water for the farm

an extraordinarily flat and monotonous landscape.

communities. There are a number of strategies at play.
First being the expansion of the numerous canals around

The largest benefit would be to attain safe drinking water

communities to support riparian ecologies and better

for unincorporated communities through restoring the

community space. The second is for the creation of

aquifers and holding water n tanks. Expanded riparian

vernal pools, that used to be prevalent throughout the

areas would also open up new diverse ecosystems and

valley. Vernal pools would be dug in The Buffer to create

community space.

habitat for migratory birds. The third strategy would be
for water tanks to hold public drinking water. This would
be an enactment of a transparent infrastructure where
the public know they are in possession of their water. The

Axon of the Canal as Expanded Riparian Area
This expanded riparian area of the previous canal create better
conditions for civic space and performative ecologies

water tower would also present the unique possibility
for people to climb on top and see the landscape from
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2020 Canal in Poplar, CA Section
The canal shows the existing conditions of the canal and nearby
almond orchards.

2030 Expanded Canal as Riparian Area, Section
This section depicts a process of taking away the concrete that
contain the canal and planting the new edge with riparian plants. The
nearby plot of land would also accomodate a seasonal trailer park
where residents would own the plot of land to be used in the summer,
and then flooded in the winter.

2060 River Park and Community Development, Section
This section shows how the new riparian area catalyzes development
on either side. Housing cooperatives, land trusts, and reinvestment
into agricultural communities allow for community centered
development with civic spaces.
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Findings and Reflection
In many ways, my thesis is a continuation of my interest

and exciting process to test the limits of design. The

in productive landscapes, particularly in the staging

areas I felt that I could contribute to were in the interim

of strategies to make land that has been degraded and

landscape strategies for enacting the commons. One

communities that have been neglected by capitalist

area that I would like to expand on in the future is in the

systems, become healthy and resilient to economic

imagination of what this landscape would look like and

pressures. The design phase of this project was directed

how it would function if the people that lived there made

towards strategizing and visualizing my ideas of

all of the decisions.

the agricultural commons. Through my research, I
discovered how the dominant force of agriculture and the
current modes of decisionmaking and governance, are in
tension with the sustainabiltiy of the local ecologies, and
the farming communities in The Central Valley. Many of
my strategies focused on how radical land management
changes, shifts in agricultural regimes, and changes
to modes of decision-making and ownership would
better the unincorporated communities and value the
preciousness of landscape as place not as substrate. The
process of drawing, sketching, mapping, and strategizing
of the enactment of the agricultural commons has lead to
another set of interesting questions of post-productive
economies, place, water maintenance for gardens and
urban green-spaces, materiality, community space, and
local government.
Through this process, I have continually run up
against the limits of spatial design in the restructuring
of a complex system that also demands systemic
governmental change. This has been both frustrating
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Abstract

An Agricultural Commons in California's Central Valley

to formulate more a equitable and just food system. In

examines the spatial and structural relationships

this thesis, I research utopianism design, case studies

between food systems, the ecologies that support them,

on agricultural commons, and the three systems of

and the unincorporated farming communities in The

agriculture, ecology, and community in The Central

Central Valley. Current industrial practices in The

Valley. The design proposal, is a set of time-based

Central Valley deplete water resources, deplete topsoil,

strategies that aim to achieve the commons.

create toxic living conditons for local communities, and
undervalues farmlabor. Further pressures from climate
change will inevitably cause greater instability in this
food system and greater injustices towards the local
communities and ecologies. The Central Valley is already
a commons for Americans, as it supplies the majority of
our year-round produce. Through a reevaluation of the
idea of the agricultural commons as both a practice and
principle, new models of management, relationships
between economy and landscape, and values can begin

